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Changing the culture of public libraries 

• Move from passive provision of books and computers to 

actively engaging the audience 

 

• Explosion in the UK of conversations, displays, reading 

groups, websites, events, promotions, outreach projects 

 

• Changes to physical layout, displays, guiding, collection 

management, staff behaviors and work tasks 
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Experience 

• Training programs which have reached 20,000 library 
staff in 3 continents  

 

• Installed 100+ public and school library interiors – first 
university libraries this year 

 

• Whichbook.net – unique way to find your next book 

 

• Stock Quality Health Check for UK government to 
evaluate quality of adult fiction collections 

 

• Book display furniture and graphics tailored to library 
needs bought by 95% of UK library services – now 
available in US through Brodart 
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Changing libraries from control and process… 
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… to imagination and engagement 

A new school where the first intake of 57 children speak 33 languages 
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Typical library entrance 



©  Opening the Book Ltd 

Same library after refurbishment 



©  Opening the Book Ltd 

Opening the Book research 

• 40,000+ patron interviews carried out by library 
staff on our online training courses 

 

• 1000+ observations carried out by library staff as 
part of our face-to-face training courses 

 

• 500+ in-depth interviews about reading as part 
of setting up reading groups 
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What we learn from observation and 

customer interviews 

• Most people are ‘chance’ browsers – only 1 in 3 is 

looking for something specific 

 

• Few people ask staff anything 

 

• A tiny proportion use the catalog 

 

• The average length of visit to a public library in the UK is 

5-10 minutes.  If this is the average, then many people 

must be coming in for less than 5 minutes. 
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Benefits of a self-service library 

• It’s more accessible 

 

• Helps readers find something for themselves 

 

• Makes transactions efficient, quick and easy 

 

• Ensures readers’ choices are private 

 

• Enables staff to engage with more readers 
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Self-service library may have some/all of: 

• Book, ebook and media issue and return 

 

• Self-collection of reservations 

 

• Self-service payments 

 

• Self-service bookings – computer time, rooms 

 

• Library staff are still essential but their work 

changes 



©  Opening the Book Ltd 

Express area open 

longer hours 



©  Opening the Book Ltd 

It can look smart too 
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Invisible patrons 

• If you’re serving at the help desk you are most aware of 

the people who come to the help desk 

 

• If you’re good at responding to enquiries, you are most 

aware of the people who ask you something 

 

• But what about the people who don’t ask? 
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First impressions 

• 80% of judgement is made in first 30 seconds 

 

• View from the entrance is crucial 

 

• With most libraries the experience gets better the further 
you go in 

 

• Works for those who are familiar with libraries and know 
what they have inside, doesn’t work for those who 
haven’t grown up in library culture 
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Start from the street 
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Clear sightlines and routes through 
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Rethink visible work processes 
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Keep seating areas inviting …  
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… not awkward 
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Maintaining a showcase area is a priority 
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It will repay the effort 
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Sutton Central Library, London 
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Holds 850 paperbacks, 0.5% of collection 

30% of fiction circ, 20% of total circ 
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The library as an experience 

• Somewhere you want to go because it’s 

pleasant to be in 

• No barriers – open not controlled 

• Layout entices you into the space 

• You can’t see everything at once – you are 

tempted though by a series of small discoveries 

• Areas have different identities – choose where 

you want to sit  
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Key principles to help invisible users 

• First impression 

• Shapes that draw people in 

• Dynamic use of colour 

• Books in the eyeline each way you turn 

• Clear and attractive signage 

• No clutter – let the books sing 
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First impression is the staff desk 
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First impression same space after refurb 
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Traditional straight rows 
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Reader-friendly signage 

• Libraries are under-signed at the global level and 

over-signed at the local level 

 

• You don’t need to explain everything 

 

• Use the book covers to aid navigation 

 

• Change the way you shelve so staff look at the 

books not the labels 
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Public library guiding explanation 
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Labels obscure information 
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Alphabet labels look like kindergarten 
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Genre labels are as bad! 
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Use book covers to aid navigation 



©  Opening the Book Ltd 

Change the main desk 

• Move the desk back from the entrance and put 

the products first in view  

 

• Reduce the size 

 

• Reduce the height and sense of barrier 

 

• Use pods and walk-to points 
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Counter signals different relationship 

with customer 
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The librarian is not based at the counter 
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   Open pod and walk-to staff pod 
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Make customers your priority … 
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… face-to-face … 
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…and by using display as a conversation 
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Change collection presentation 

• Manage the collection into the space 

• Prioritise the 75% of impulse choosers 

• Plan for topping up in high turnover areas 

• Dress the shelves – give books from the bottom 

shelf their turn in the sun at eye-level 

• Treat stock as dynamic not static 

• Less time organising and alphabetising, more 

time experimenting with merchandising and 

promotions 
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Table-top display problems 
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Can’t see book covers 
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Not friendly for choosing 
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The solution 

Pick an area near the front of the library 

• Angle books so they jump into the eyeline as 

you come in to the space 

• Create small manageable choices 

 

Keep the display topped up 

• Usage falls steeply when a display is less than 

70% full 
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Table Unit 
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Drop the props ... 
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… and the homemade signage 
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Keep it professional 
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Don’t be afraid to target specific 

audiences 
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Make on-shelf display dynamic 
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On-shelf display with Feature Fillers 
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Empty displays 
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Full and inviting 
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What skills do staff need? 

• Easy to approach and talk to 

• Collection awareness 

• Collection display 

• Web resource awareness 

• Comfortable with children and adults 

• Comfortable with IT and books 

• Not behind counter all the time 

• Active not passive, anticipating as well as 
responding 
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How to get them 

• Extend what you do already 

 

• Practice  

 

• Colleague support 

 

• Online training 
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Online training 
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See demo video and free trial 

• Go to www.openingthebooktraining.com 

• 10,000 library staff have taken our online 

courses 

• Online exercises then applied in a real library 

• Go at your own pace with personal mentor 

feedback from Opening the Book 
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Staff rota at one UK library 

• On-counter - always available, no other work to 

be done at counter, if quiet use pcs to familiarise 

yourself with digital resources such as Know UK, 

X-refer etc 

 

• Back-office – work tasks 

 

• On-floor – on-shelf-displays, aware of 

customers, anticipating customer need 
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Opportunities 

• Take the opportunity for change 

• Counter can be smaller and less dominant 

• Frees space for mini quick choice 

• Make books the first thing the customer sees 
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New routines offer 

• Equality between staff and readers – you are 
more approachable away from the counter 

 

• Opportunities to talk to a wider range of readers 
and improve their experience of the library 

 

• A chance to use display differently to make more 
stock work harder and increase circulation 

 

• Time to work creatively with books and extend 
your collection knowledge 
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Read our 

book – 

hundreds of 

ideas from 

UK libraries 
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Contact Rachel: 

follow @RachelVanRiel 

www.openingthebook.com 

rachel@openingthebook.com 

and at TLA Brodart Booth #1433 


